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Summary 

The 113 th Congress may face an array of policy issues affecting postsecondary education. Many 
of these postsecondary education issues may be considered as part of efforts to reauthorize the 
Higher Education Act of 1965, as amended (HEA). However, postsecondary education issues also 
may emerge as part of other legislative efforts such as comprehensive immigration reform (C1R), 
reform of the federal tax code, or the annual appropriations process. 

This report identifies and briefly examines several postsecondary education policy issue areas that 
may be of general interest. For each of these broader issue areas, the report provides a brief 
background summary and an introduction to and discussion of various aspects of the issue. Varied 
policy options are also identified for further consideration. The following postsecondary 
education issue areas are examined in this report. 

College costs and prices. What policy approaches are available that may help address concerns 
about ongoing increases in postsecondary education costs and the escalating prices colleges 
charge for tuition and fees? 

The Federal Pell Grant program. What options might be considered to help ensure sustained 
funding for the Pell Grant program at current or other levels deemed to be adequate? Should 
changes be made to Pell Grant eligibility or award criteria to contain costs or otherwise adjust the 
targeting of aid? 

Federal student loans. Are student loan terms and conditions and loan subsidy rates well aligned 
with program aims? Should policy options be considered that would affect the availability of 
loans, borrowing limits, interest rates, repayment relief, or the role of institutions of higher 
education in student borrowing? 

Student loans and personal bankruptcy. Should all student loans continue to be excepted from 
discharge in bankruptcy, except in cases of undue hardship? What should constitute “undue 
hardship”? 

Noncitizens and federal student aid. Should beneficiaries of comprehensive immigration 
reform legislation be granted eligibility to participate in HEA federal student aid programs? 

Postsecondary education tax benefits. Are federal postsecondary education tax benefits 
appropriately targeted and effective in achieving their intended purposes? How do these benefits 
interact with traditional federal student aid? 

Institutional quality. Should new institutional or programmatic eligibility requirements be 
considered to help ensure that recipients of federal student aid are obtaining a quality education 
from the institutions they attend? What would be appropriate standards for measuring or 
assessing institutional accountability for educational or student outcomes? 

College completion. Are students completing college at desirable rates? Should new approaches 
be considered to further the aim of increasing college completion? 

Campus safety. How might efforts to promote safety on college campuses be best supported 
while balancing the reporting and disclosure of campus safety information with the protection of 
student privacy? 
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T his report identifies and examines several of the major postsecondary education policy 
issues facing the 1 13 th Congress. For each of the broader issue areas identified, the report 
provides brief background information and an introduction and discussion of various 
aspects of the issue. Varied policy options are also identified for further consideration. The aim of 
the report is to provide concise (2-4 page) summaries of selected postsecondary education policy 
issues and possible approaches to address them. The report does not attempt to thoroughly assess 
tradeoffs or possible advantages and disadvantages associated with the policy options that are 
discussed. 



The federal government affects and influences postsecondary education policy most directly 
through the programs and policies authorized by the Higher Education Act of 1965, as amended 
(HEA; P.L. 89-329), and other federal postsecondary education programs, such as federal 
veterans’ education benefits and federal tax benefits authorized under the Internal Revenue Code 
(IRC). Other federal laws also have an impact on postsecondary education policy. Examples 
include federal immigration laws and the federal bankruptcy code. 

HEA programs and policies are particularly relevant at this time as the HEA may soon be 
considered for reauthorization. Authorization of appropriations for most HEA programs is 
provided through FY2014, with the General Education Provisions Act (GEPA) authorizing 
appropriations for an additional year — through FY2015. Many of the issues identified in this 
report may be considered as part of an HEA reauthorization effort. 

Some of the other issues identified here have received recent legislative consideration or attention 
and may be considered as part of other legislative efforts before the 113 th Congress. For example, 
issues pertaining to the education of noncitizens may be considered as part of legislative efforts 
related to comprehensive immigration reform (CIR). Issues pertaining to federal tax benefits 
supportive of postsecondary education may be considered as part of efforts to reform the IRC. 
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113 th Congress 

This report presents an examination of the following postsecondary education issue areas in the 
sections that follow. 

• College costs and prices. 

• The Federal Pell Grant program. 

• Federal student loans. 

• Student loans and personal bankruptcy. 

• Noncitizens and eligibility for federal student aid. 

• Postsecondary education tax benefits. 

• Institutional quality. 

• College completion. 

• Campus safety. 
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College Costs and Prices 1 

The 113 th Congress may consider policy options aimed at addressing college affordability. At 
issue is growing concern that college prices are becoming out of reach for many families. 

In the United States, postsecondary education is financed through a mix of government 
appropriations, gift and endowment revenue, and payments for tuition and fees. In recent decades 
college prices have increased at rates that have consistently outpaced inflation. 2 With published 
prices for tuition, fees, room and board at public four-year institutions averaging roughly $17,000 
for in-state students and $21,000 for out-of-state students, and $38,000 at private not-for-profit 
four-year institutions, concerns have arisen about college access and affordability and about the 
sustainability of further price increases. 3 

Myriad factors are thought to play a role in the escalation of college prices. Some commonly 
cited factors include the following: 

• A decline in state higher education appropriations on a per student basis, which 
has led to greater reliance on tuition revenues at state colleges and universities. 

• Fluctuating values of institutional endowments. 

• Escalating costs of high-skilled labor which may have a particularly strong effect 
on higher education, a labor intensive industry that relies heavily on highly 
skilled labor. 

• Escalating costs of technology and other goods that colleges update regularly. 

• Durable demand for postsecondary education which may endow colleges, as 
credentialing institutions, with considerable pricing power (i.e., the ability to 
raise prices without destabilizing demand). 

• A plurality of institutional missions at colleges and universities (which may 
divert attention and resources from instruction), and an orientation and incentives 
targeted toward raising and spending revenues to enhance the quality of students’ 
experiences as opposed to a focus on utilizing revenues efficiently. 

• Faculty governance, tenure policies, and ineffective central control of costs. 

It has also been suggested that broad availability of and increases in federal financial aid for 
students may support or even fuel college price increases. 

While a precise diagnosis of which among these factors play the primary roles in contributing to 
price increases remains elusive, there is little disagreement about the trends in prices, and about 
the increasing financial strain being placed on families and students pursuing postsecondary 



1 This section was prepared by Adam Stoll, astoll@crs.loc.gov, 7-4375. 

“ From 1991-1992 to 2011-2012 published cost of attendance at public four-year and private nonprofit four-year 
institutions of higher education outpaced inflation by an average of 2.2% and 1.9% each year, respectively. Source: 

CRS calculations using the Consumer Price Index-Urban (CPI-U) as a measure of inflation and data on trends in cost of 
attendance from the National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics 2012, Tables 349 & 350. 
These institutions tend to be the focus of much of the dialogue about college affordability. 

3 U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of 
Education Statistics 2012, Tables 349 & 350. 
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education. At the same time, there is no clear roadmap toward a solution. However, the levers 
available to federal policymakers — should they seek to address affordability — provide many 
options. Some of the options that receive frequent mention and relevant considerations are 
discussed below. 

Address Imperfections in Consumer Information 

Student aid programs authorized under the Higher Education Act of 1965, as amended (HEA; P.L. 
89-329) generally provide portable aid which is premised on empowering students to shop on the 
basis of quality and price among qualified institutions in the higher education marketplace. In a 
properly functioning market, it is assumed that consumers have good information about the goods 
and services they are purchasing. However, imperfect information is commonly identified as a 
problem affecting students seeking to choose among colleges and college programs. 

An example of this is a perceived lack of transparency regarding college prices. While colleges 
publish list prices, they also engage in fairly extensive tuition discounting on the basis of factors 
such as need and merit. These discounts, in effect, reduce prices. 4 Additionally, other subsidies 
such as governmental grants, also often awarded on the basis of need, further defray the price 
students are actually asked to pay. Since “net prices” (prices net of governmental grant aid and 
institutional discounts) are not available to students when they are applying to schools, students 
must often determine the schools they are going to apply to without having a clear sense of the 
price they will actually be asked to pay, and without the ability to compare prices between 
different institutions. Moreover, multi-year prices for educational programs are generally not 
available when students are identifying college choices and when selecting a college to attend. 

This lack of transparency results in part because the net price for each individual is determined 
annually and is influenced by factors such as financial need and merit which can fluctuate across 
candidates and across years in school. Net price is also affected by factors such as the non-tuition 
revenue available to schools which fluctuates across years. 

The federal government has taken some steps through provisions enacted in the Higher Education 
Opportunity Act of 2008 (HEOA; P.L. 110-315) to address transparency issues. These provisions 
require colleges to make available more information on net prices charged in recent years to 
different categories of students, and require schools to post on-line net price calculators. 5 Still, the 
required net price information delineates existing net prices across a fairly limited set of students 
(e.g., only for aided students), and net price calculators are criticized sometimes for lacking 
sophistication and/or being cumbersome to use. It has been suggested that requiring more 
comprehensive data, different data, or different displays of data on institutional net prices and 
discounts across categories of students might be helpful, and that net price calculators or 
“estimators” with greater functionality or that are easier to use might also be desirable. 6 Further, it 



4 For more information on tuition discount rates at public and private nonprofit institutions of higher education, see 
Revenues: Where Does the Money Come From?, Delta Cost Project, American Institutes of Research, Rita Kirshtein 
and Steven Hurlburt, 2012, Figure 3. In 2010, at four-year institutions, tuition discount rates ranged from 12% at public 
master’s institutions to 36% at private bachelor’s institutions. 

5 Other HEOA innovations include the creation of the Department of Education’s College Affordability and 
Transparency Center, which annually makes available information on trends in college net and list prices along with the 
College Scorecard, http://collegecost.ed.gov/scorecard/, which posts information about college’s affordability and 
value. 

6 See “Wellesley College Offers Easy Estimator of What Families Might Pay”, The Chronicle of Higher Education, 
(continued...) 
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is sometimes suggested that in addition to year one net price estimates, admitted students might 
be provided net price estimates or ranges for the full program that are grounded in the known 
characteristics of the students (and family) that are likely to affect calculated need and thus 
impact net price across multiple years in school (such as variation brought on by fluctuation in the 
number of family members expected to be enrolled in college). 

Another component of consumer information that has garnered attention is information on student 
outcomes. In a variety of venues there have been calls for improvements in the availability and 
quality of information on employment and earnings outcomes for college graduates and for 
graduates of specific academic programs. This information is not consistently available, making it 
hard for students to gauge potential return on educational investments. Data collection and 
reporting on student outcomes for institutions or specific academic programs could be supported, 
facilitated and/or required by the federal government. This could be a large undertaking and 
depending on the approach employed also may raise privacy concerns. 

Better information on price and student outcomes may enable students to make better informed 
decisions about how much to invest in educational programs and about which programs to 
pursue, which may in turn have an effect on prices. 

Provide Incentives for Colleges to Contain Price Increases 

Proposals have been considered in recent years that woidd tie participation in certain federal 
student aid programs to an institution’s rate of increase in prices. Generally these types of 
proposals constrain access to new or existing student aid programs for colleges whose prices rise 
at levels beyond some type of college affordability index which is constructed based on a 
measure of inflation such as the consumer price index for all urban consumers (CP1-U). These 
types of proposals can also be structured in ways that provide access to more aid at schools whose 
price increases fare well in relation to a college affordability index. In general, these proposals 
have targeted aid awarded directly to colleges, such as the HEA campus-based programs or newly 
proposed student aid funds that would be awarded directly to colleges. Provided that the 
incentives to control prices are sufficiently robust, they might induce colleges to focus on 
constraining those expenditures and practices that contribute to price increases over which they 
have control. 

Facilitate or Accommodate the Growth of Nontraditional 
Educational Programs and Service Providers 

Traditionally, higher education has been a labor-intensive endeavor, placing a high priority on 
preserving limited-scale interactions between instructors and students. It has been commonly 
argued that given the nature of the service being provided, opportunities to substitute technology 
for labor are limited. In recent years, however, the rapid expansion of online education programs 
and courses may be beginning to challenge this notion. One development has been the growth of 
online college courses and programs, with an estimated 6.7 million students enrolled in at least 



(...continued) 

Head Count, September 18, 2013, for an example of an estimator that has received some attention recently. 
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